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To our mums, and our sisters, our grandmas and our nans, our aunts, and our cousins. You are the inspirational women between these pages.









[image: CHAPTER 1: NO ‘I’ IN TEAM]


Leah’s heart drummed inside her chest as she sprinted down the length of the pitch. Overhead, the sun was shining on the school field, its light glinting off the whistle dancing madly around Miss Kaur’s neck as the football coach waved her hands above her head. Next to her, the lens of George’s camera twinkled as he snapped pictures for the school newspaper. But Leah wasn’t concentrating on that. Her eyes were glued to the football.


In a few days’ time, St Anne’s, the best team in the area, were coming to play Leah’s school team, Crickle End High. In order to prepare, Miss Kaur had the team playing practice games every day. By the time the match rolled around, Crickle End High had to be the best they’d ever been if they wanted to win.


This thought was at the front of Leah’s mind as she watched the opposing team pass the ball around quickly. Mimi tried, and failed, to tackle a blonde Year Eight who towered over her. At the last second, the player saw she was coming and skipped away, the ball staying safely between her feet. Mimi screwed up her nose in frustration.


Leah knew how she felt. The defender marking her had barely left her alone since the match had started, sticking to Leah’s side like someone had covered him in Pritt Stick. It was one of the main reasons they had yet to score. So far, Leah’s side had done a good job of keeping the ball out of their net, too, but Leah wasn’t sure it was going to last much longer.


Suddenly, Leah heard a shout of triumph. Mimi had finally managed to win the ball back. Grinning fiercely, she raced down the pitch, her braids flying behind her. A handful of players pursued her, their arms pumping as they tried to catch up. But Mimi was too fast.


As she got closer to the goal, Mimi lifted her eyes, searching for someone to pass the ball to. Leah tried to get free, dodging desperately. The opposing defender was too good, though. He mirrored her every move with an infuriating grin.


‘Mimi!’ William Riley shouted from the opposite side of the pitch. He’d managed to break free of his defender, surging forward. Mimi kicked the ball in his direction and he caught it with his feet.


‘Yes!’ Leah breathed, watching as her teammate spun around and raced towards the goal, his eyebrows pinched in concentration.


But the other side weren’t giving up. Leah could see they were getting ready to swarm William. Players charged towards him from every direction. There was no way he was going to be able to get a clear shot at the goal.


Adrenaline surged through Leah’s body and, with a burst of speed, she twisted around the defender marking her, moving her feet in a rapid dance. It worked! The defender darted one way, whilst Leah went the other. Grinning, she sprinted forward.


[image: On a football field, Leah raises her hand and waves to William, who is behind her with the ball.]


‘William!’ she shouted, waving her hands to get his attention. ‘I’m open!’


Ringed by opposing players, William flicked his eyes up. Leah had a direct line to the goal. If William could just slip the ball through the legs of the players surrounding him, Leah could score. He shifted towards her, his foot hovering above the ball.


But then, William’s gaze shifted away. He changed direction and charged forward, dodging the players around him, and moving away from Leah.


‘William! What are you doing?’ Mimi shouted from behind them.


‘I’m open!’ Leah cried again.


But William ignored them both. He hunched his shoulders and barrelled forward, forcing his way towards the goal. His gaze shifted between the ball at his feet and the net in front of him. Taking a deep breath, he drew back his foot and kicked.


The ball seemed to arc through the air in slow motion. For a moment, Leah thought it might go in. But the angle wasn’t right. The team watched in dismay as the ball soared towards the goal and then over it, bouncing uselessly across the grass.


Three long pips sounded as Miss Kaur blew the whistle. The match was over.


‘What was that about?’ Mimi huffed as she jogged to a stop beside Leah. Her eyes followed William. He jogged to the side of the pitch where his friends were waiting.


Leah shook her head angrily. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘But I’m going to find out.’


Together, Mimi and Leah marched across the pitch to the sidelines. William was sniggering unpleasantly with his two friends, Katie MacIntyre and Toby Henderson. When they were together, Leah usually went out of her way to avoid them, but right then, she didn’t care. She was too angry to wait until William was alone.


‘Oh look,’ Katie said in a sing-song voice as they came to a stop before the trio, her weaselly face twisted into a sneer. ‘It’s Loser and Wee Wee.’ Toby and William howled with laughter.


Mimi rolled her eyes. ‘Well done, Katie. We haven’t heard that one before.’


Katie opened her mouth to retort, but Leah interrupted her. ‘William, what was that back there?’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ the bigger boy sneered, flicking a strand of sweaty blonde hair out of his eyes.


‘That last kick!’ Leah could feel the frustration rising up in her stomach. ‘Why didn’t you pass to me?’


‘Pass to you?’ William raised an eyebrow in pretend confusion. ‘Why would I pass to you?’


‘I was open!’ Leah gestured towards the now-empty goal behind them. ‘I could have scored and we’d have won!’


‘Exactly,’ William said, taking a step closer to her.


Leah swallowed and held her ground. William Riley doesn’t frighten me, she thought fiercely. But it was difficult to remind herself of that when he was so much taller than she was and so much . . . meaner.


William was still talking. ‘I deserved that winning goal way more than you did. There’s no way I was going to let you steal the glory.’


Leah gaped at him. For a moment she didn’t know what to say.


But luckily, Mimi did.


‘That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,’ Leah’s best friend declared, flicking her braids over her shoulder in irritation. ‘Not only did you not score, but you stopped the whole team from winning!’


William shrugged, a nasty grin stretching his mouth. ‘That’s not my problem, is it? Come on, guys, let’s get out of here.’ He wafted his hand in front of his nose. ‘I think the stench of loser is starting to get to me.’ Katie and Toby roared with laughter again, and the three of them marched off towards the changing room.


‘Hey, L! Mimi!’ a familiar voice called as George jogged across the field to join them. The camera around his neck bounced against his chest. He straightened his black-rimmed glasses and looked curiously across the field towards the retreating backs of William and his friends. ‘What’s going on?’


Leah stared after them, too, her mouth set in a grim line and her hands curled into tight fists at her side. How were they ever going to win anything if they had a player like William Riley on their team?









[image: CHAPTER 2: THE WATCH AND THE COMPASS]


‘He just doesn’t know how to be part of a team,’ Leah seethed as she, George and Mimi walked towards their favourite spot under the old willow tree at the edge of the field. The practice match meant that they had been sent to lunch early and it wasn’t quite twelve o’clock yet. Most students were still in class, so the school grounds were almost empty.


Mimi sighed. ‘Stop thinking about it, L,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘You can’t do anything about it now, so there’s no point getting angry.’


But Leah was angry. A small flame of fury had grown in her stomach as she’d trudged across the pitch and into the changing room. It had burned hotter as she’d got changed, turning William’s words over in her mind. She gritted her teeth as they reached the willow tree and settled themselves behind the protective veil of its drooping branches.


‘He’s just so . . . so . . . selfish!’ Leah burst out as she scooped her ham sandwich out of her lunchbox, ripping back the foil and taking an aggressive bite. ‘He only ever thinks about himself.’


‘Why are you surprised?’ Mimi asked. ‘This is William we’re talking about.’


‘I know,’ said Leah, her shoulders slumping. ‘But I just thought that when it came to football . . .’


George shrugged. ‘Mimi’s right. William has always been like this. There’s nothing we can do about it.’


‘But we’ll never win anything if he carries on like this!’ Leah leaned forward, lowering her voice even though there was no one around them to hear her words. ‘The Crickle End Champions always worked together as a team.’


Mimi raised an eyebrow at the mention of the football team they’d gone back in time to help. ‘And what about Mary? She wasn’t interested in being part of a team.’


Leah opened her mouth to reply but then shut it. After a disastrous storm had hit the town of Crickle End earlier this year, Leah, Mimi and George had discovered an old watch buried beneath a fallen tree. It had sent them spinning back into the past to 1921, where they’d made friends with the Crickle End Champions, a women’s football team, and their kit girl, Dot. Leah, George and Mimi were shocked to find out that the government had just announced a ban on women playing football, and, what was more, someone had been trying to sabotage the team in order to stop them from winning the cup. Together with Dot, they’d discovered that Mary Matthews, the star player, was behind it all.


Abruptly, Leah realised that Mimi was right. Even with a team as good as the Crickle End Champions, it seemed like there was always someone putting themselves before everyone else.


‘What are you reading, George?’ Mimi suddenly asked. Leah could tell that she was deliberately changing the subject to try and distract Leah from her anger at William.


‘Oh,’ George said, a faint blush staining his cheeks. Whilst Leah and Mimi had been deep in discussion, he’d slipped a thick book from his bag and was thumbing through the pages. ‘It’s just something I got from the library.’


‘What’s it about?’ Leah asked, trying to shove William from her mind.


‘Ancient Egypt,’ George told her, holding the book up and showing her the front cover. It was gold with an image of three pyramids in the middle. ‘It’s really interesting! Did you know that when Ancient Egyptians died, the people who buried them used to pull their brains out of their noses?’


‘Eww!’ Mimi cried, scrunching up her nose.


George laughed. ‘They did things differently back then.’


‘Speaking of “back then”,’ Mimi said, sitting straighter. ‘Do you have the watch and the compass, L?’


It was handover day. The disastrous football match had almost made Leah forget, but now she fished around in her backpack until her hand found the familiar shape of a metal box. She pulled it out and set it on the grass next to her unfinished sandwich. A little dented, the box looked just the same as it had when they’d dug it up from beneath the fallen oak tree in the park last winter.


‘It’s your turn this week, right Mimi?’ said Leah and her friend nodded, reaching forward and flipping the lid open. All three of them leaned in to stare at the two objects nestled inside.


[image: A pocket watch and a compass nestled inside a small box.]


The first was a silver pocket watch, with delicate curling patterns etched into its side. Roman numerals were arranged in a ring around the outside of its white face, with two black hands standing still beneath the glass casing. Leah didn’t need to turn it over to read the inscription engraved on the back. She knew it by heart now: Two hands meet at noon or night, click once, click twice and set time right.


It was that very inscription that had sent them back to 1921 earlier that year.


But the second item was a mystery. The compass had appeared in the box once they’d returned from their adventure. Round and silver, it looked just like the watch, but instead of numbers circling the outside of the compass face, there were just four letters: N for north, E for east, S for south, and W for west. A single needle swung between the letters, zipping back and forth whenever the compass changed direction. Leah and her friends had spent days studying it, trying to work out whether it was magical like the watch, but they’d had no luck. It seemed like the compass was just a compass.


Sighing, Mimi scooped it up. She brought it close to her face, her tongue stuck out in concentration as she studied it. ‘I wish we knew what this was for,’ she grumbled.


Leah pulled the watch up by its chain. ‘Me too,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t even come with any inscriptions or clues, like the watch did. What do you think, George?’


But George wasn’t listening. He’d drawn his knees up to his chest, his library book balanced on his legs. With one hand, he absently chewed his sandwich, whilst the other turned the book’s pages.


‘Earth to George!’ Leah shouted, laughing.


George jumped, his head jerking up as he looked around in bewilderment.


‘Sorry,’ he said with an embarrassed smile. ‘I’m just getting to the good bit. Howard Carter is about to discover Tutankhamun’s tomb.’


Mimi rolled her eyes. ‘Boring!’ she said in a sing-song voice.


‘No, it’s not!’ George argued with a frown.


‘What’s interesting about a load of stuffy men poking through dusty graves?’ Mimi said. ‘Now, if you want to talk about Egyptian history, let’s get to the good stuff. Cleopatra, for example. The most famous Egyptian queen there ever was! I’d love to play her in a film.’ Mimi sighed with longing.


‘You would make a great Cleopatra, Meems,’ Leah agreed.


Mimi grinned. ‘Thanks, L!’


‘We’re getting distracted, though,’ Leah said. She lifted the watch up so that it dangled in front of her face, spinning aimlessly. ‘We don’t know what the compass is for, but we do know what the watch does. So why can’t we make that work at least?’


They had tried. A few weeks after they’d returned from 1921, the three of them had gathered in Leah’s bedroom, clustered around the watch. They’d set the hands in the right position and each of them had touched the cool metal sides. When the clock had struck noon, Leah had clicked the watch’s crown twice. But nothing had happened. They’d remained in the present.


‘Maybe it only has enough magic for one journey,’ Mimi suggested.


‘Or it could be waiting for a specific time?’ George said. ‘Remember that note we found in the box with it? “For those who need it most”. Maybe the watch doesn’t think we need it right now.’


Leah bit her lip as she considered George’s words. She hadn’t thought of that.


Before she could reply, the pocket watch was wrenched from her grip. She gasped, leaping to her feet. Leah’s stomach sank as she saw who had snatched the watch.


William loomed over her, his mouth curved into a cruel leer. Dangling from his fist was the pocket watch.









[image: CHAPTER 3: INTO THE VOID]


‘Hey!’ Leah shouted. ‘Give that back!’


‘Or what?’ William smirked. As usual, Toby and Katie stood on either side of him, their gloating expressions matching his. ‘You’ll attack me with your ham sandwich?’ The three of them burst into ugly laughter.


Leah screwed up her fists by her side. ‘William, that doesn’t belong to you,’ she seethed, taking a step forward.


But William whipped the watch above his head, putting it far out of her reach. ‘Now, now,’ he sniggered. ‘It’s not nice to snatch.’


‘What do you want, William?’ Mimi spat from behind Leah. She and George had both jumped to their feet, and Mimi was glaring at him through narrowed eyes, her hands on her hips.


William shrugged. ‘I don’t want anything. Just a little lunchtime fun.’


‘Well, this isn’t fun for us, so just give us our stuff back and leave us alone,’ George said. His voice was shaking slightly.


‘Give us our stuff back and leave us alone,’ Katie mimicked, pitching her voice high. She rolled her eyes as William and Toby sniggered. ‘You’re such a baby, George!’


[image: William raises his arm, holding the pocket watch, and smiles mockingly at Leah, who tries to grab his arm.]


George’s face turned red but he didn’t say anything.


‘This is quite a nice-looking watch,’ William said thoughtfully as he lowered it from above his head, studying the patterns and shiny glass face. ‘My dad has one similar. It would be such a shame if it got broken . . .’


‘You wouldn’t dare!’ Leah seethed. Angry tears stung the corners of her eyes but she blinked quickly. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing that they’d upset her.


William grinned. ‘I can’t help it if I have butter fingers. And I’m very jumpy. One wrong move from you lot and my grip might . . . slip.’


With a small cry, Mimi suddenly lunged forward, her face creased with anger and a little bit of panic. The compass was clutched in one hand, whilst the other stretched forward, reaching for the watch dangling in William’s hand.


‘No, Mimi!’ Leah cried and she grabbed Mimi’s arm, stopping her. They couldn’t risk William dropping the watch and breaking it.


Mimi screwed her face up in frustration as William and his friends howled with laughter. ‘You’re such a bully,’ she snapped, but her words only made them all laugh harder.


William hefted the watch in his hand. ‘I don’t know what you’re all so bothered about. It’s just a broken watch. I bet it doesn’t even work properly.’ His thumb shifted, moving towards the crown at the top of the watch’s circular face.


A heavy certainty settled in Leah’s belly. She knew what he was about to do, and although it hadn’t worked before, she was sure that it would this time. She lunged forward, dragging George and Mimi with her, as William’s thumb pressed down on the crown once, and then twice. The lunchtime bell echoed across the school field, letting everyone know what time it was.


Noon.


As Leah’s hand closed on the silver watch chain dangling between William’s fingers, Mimi gave a sudden gasp. The compass in her hand was buzzing like an overexcited beetle. The single needle beneath the glass began to spin around and around. Abruptly, the buzzing stopped, and the compass went still. Without warning, it jerked Mimi forward, pulling her across the grass as though someone were dragging her along by a rope. She came to a sudden halt next to William. The compass thunked down on top of the watch, as though a magnet had suddenly drawn them together.


Everything went still. The four of them stood frozen, Leah gripping Mimi’s arm and the watch’s chain, whilst George lingered to the side, his palm squeezing Mimi’s shoulder. Behind them, Katie and Toby were as still as statues, their expressions blank.


‘Oh no,’ Leah groaned.


The world tilted. Colours ran and mixed like paint on a palette, blurring into a vortex of blue, purple and silver. Leah only had time to register the shock in William’s eyes before she felt herself being uprooted, her body spinning and swirling as she and her friends were once more pulled back through the disorientating void of time.


[image: In a whirlwind, Leah, William, and Mimi clutch the pocket watch, while George holds Mimi by her hand. They all move around in the whirlwind with terrified expressions.]









[image: CHAPTER 4: THE BAZAAR]


When the world had stopped spinning, the first thing Leah noticed was the heat. It was like a blanket, smothering her and making it hard to breathe. Within seconds, a light layer of sweat coated her skin and Leah was glad she was wearing her summer uniform. At least the skirt was cooler than the jumper and trousers she usually wore in winter.


‘Where are we?’ George moaned, rubbing his head.


Their landing had been more graceful this time. Because they were all expecting it, they’d managed to land on their feet. Although the same couldn’t be said for . . .


‘William!’ Leah gasped, pointing at the boy sprawled on the dusty floor.


‘What’s he doing here?’ Mimi cried as William hauled himself to his feet, brushing dirt from his bare knees. His blue eyes were wide as he looked around frantically.


George gave a sudden groan. ‘He was holding the watch! Leah, you were touching the chain and you were holding Mimi’s hand and she had the compass. It was attached to the watch William was holding! And I . . .’ George groaned again. ‘I was touching Mimi’s shoulder. We were all connected, so the watch brought us all back.’


Leah’s eyes flicked to William’s hand. The watch was still gripped tight between William’s fingers.


‘What . . . what’s going on?’ William’s voice had lost the taunting, nasty edge it usually carried and he sounded bewildered, like he’d just woken up from a dream. ‘Where are we?’


It was a good question. Leah spun on her heels, taking a look around. If the suffocating heat hadn’t already given it away, they definitely weren’t in Crickle End any more. They were in some kind of alley, looking out onto a busy street bustling with pedestrians. They wore long vibrant swathes of fabric, the hems brushing against the floor. Women walked by with beautifully coloured scarves wrapped over their heads and many of the men wore turbans, although a few had small hats balanced on their heads, a tassel dangling from the top. Leah shook her head in amazement. She watched as the people went about their day, some marching forward without stopping, whilst others meandered, pausing at the stalls that lined the street. Their wares were displayed on tables and hung from the ceiling. Jewellery, lamps, rugs and clothes were all laid out like riches. Overhead, brightly coloured canopies hung between the buildings, shielding the shoppers below from the fierce glow of the sun.


[image: A bustling scene at a market with many stalls. Men in long outfits and women with headscarves mill around.]


‘Woah! I wish I had my camera!’ George cried, pointing into the crowd. People veered off to the left and right as a man wearing a flowing white robe and matching turban marched a camel along the street. The beast lumbered behind him, its mouth rolling from side to side as it chewed on a piece of hay.


‘Yeah,’ Mimi said. ‘We’re definitely not in Crickle End any more.’


‘I think we might have just worked out what the compass does,’ Leah murmured.


‘What do you mean?’ Mimi asked.


‘Well, when the watch took us into the past last time, we ended up exactly where we’d started, just a hundred years or so earlier. But this time, we’re nowhere near home. The watch allows us to travel back through time, but the compass must allow us to visit different places!’


‘Wow,’ George breathed. ‘I think you might be right! After all, compasses are all about directions, aren’t they?’


‘What have you losers done to me?’ William suddenly cried. His eyes were wide with horror. He jerked backwards as the camel passed the entrance to their alley, bringing with it a waft of manure.


Leah raised her hands. ‘William, I know this might be a bit overwhelming. We were confused the first time it happened to us, too—’


‘Overwhelming?’ the taller boy yelped. ‘You’ve kidnapped me!’


‘Don’t be stupid,’ Mimi scoffed. ‘We haven’t kidnapped you.’


‘You’ve done this on purpose. You’re trying to trick me. I’ve got to . . . I’ve got to get out of here!’ He spun and dashed down the alley, dust flying at his feet.


‘William, stop!’ Leah cried. ‘Come on, we’ve got to go after him!’


‘Do we have to?’ Mimi sighed.


‘We can’t just abandon him, Mimi, and besides . . . he has the watch!’ Leah said urgently.


The three of them set off after him, emerging from the alley and diving into the crowds thronging the street. Leah’s head whipped back and forward as she strained to catch a glimpse of their school uniform.


‘There!’ she shouted, pointing ahead. The three of them sprinted forward, dodging around bodies and calling out apologies as they shoved their way through the crowd.


‘He just turned that corner,’ George panted, gesturing to the right. ‘Quick, or we’re going to lose him!’


But they needn’t have worried. They veered around the corner just in time to see William run headfirst into a man. The boy flew backwards, landing on the sandy floor with a thump. Leah, Mimi and George skidded to a stop next to him.


‘I say!’ came a loud, very British-sounding voice. ‘Are you alright there, young chap? I’m dreadfully sorry – I didn’t see you coming!’


Leah looked up at the speaker. He was an older man, his white skin creased with lines and wrinkles. He was dressed in a pristine cream suit, and there was an old-fashioned hat perched atop his head. In his hand was a walking stick made from gleaming, dark wood. A fluffy grey moustache perched above his top lip. He gave Leah a dazzling smile, his blue eyes twinkling kindly.


[image: An old man in a suit with a tie and hat, holding a walking stick, looks at Leah. Mimi and George stand next to her, looking at William, who is sitting on the ground with his hand over his head, holding the pocket watch. A woman in a long robe with a scarf covering her head stands next to the old man.]


‘No need to apologise!’ Mimi replied, flashing the man an equally bright smile. ‘It’s our fault.’


‘Oh please, no blame necessary!’ the man said, waving a hand.


‘I’m not sure about that, Professor,’ a woman said, and Leah finally noticed that the man – the professor – wasn’t alone. Next to him was a slim woman with light brown skin. She was wearing a black dress with a high neck. Delicate silver embroidery in the shapes of swirling leaves circled the cuffs of her sleeves, dainty gems glittering amongst the whirls of thread. A striking scarlet scarf covered her hair. She looked down at them with large hazel eyes. By her side was a boy who couldn’t be much older than they were. Leah noticed that he and the woman looked vaguely alike and she wondered if they were related.


‘Now, now, Amina,’ the professor chastised her. ‘I’m sure the lad meant no harm.’


The boy at Amina’s side leaned down and offered William a hand. With an impatient huff, William pushed his hand away, a thunderous scowl on his face as he levered himself to his feet. Leah winced at his rudeness.


‘Where are your parents?’ Amina asked, narrowing her eyes. She had a faint accent.


Out of the corner of her eye, Leah saw William open his mouth to reply. Frantically, she tried to think of a reason why four children might be out in the middle of a foreign city with no one supervising them. She couldn’t let William answer – who knew what he might say?


‘They’re on a trip!’ she blurted.


‘A trip?’ Amina raised one sceptical eyebrow.


‘Yes,’ Mimi nodded. ‘Our parents are very enthusiastic tourists.’


Leah prayed that they had landed in a city where tourism was common.


‘Are you siblings?’ the professor enquired.


‘N—,’ Leah started.


‘Yes!’ Mimi shouted over her.


There was an awkward silence.


Finally, George gave a nervous laugh, running a hand through his dark curls. ‘We’re all adopted,’ he said.


‘Oh yes,’ the professor replied, turning to Amina. ‘That’s quite common now, you know. Especially amongst my more adventurous peers. Travel a lot, do you?’


This question was directed at Leah and she nodded. ‘Mother and Father want to see the world.’


‘How marvellous!’ the professor beamed.


Leah, Mimi and George exchanged a look. This was getting out of hand. They needed to make their escape before the professor could ask any more questions.


‘Um, well, we’d better get going. Thank you so much for . . . er . . . helping my brother.’ Leah gave what she hoped was a polite smile. ‘It was lovely to meet you!’


‘And you, too, my young friends!’ The professor beamed.


‘I’d be more careful if I were you,’ Amina cautioned them. ‘The bazaar is a busy place, and you might find yourself running into someone less friendly than us. Perhaps find somewhere safer to gallivant whilst your parents play tourist.’ Her last sentence sounded sour. The boy at her side only stared at them.
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